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were flung to them; more leaves, and then the bystanders joined
in shovelling earth over all till the pit was gone and a smoking mound
of fresh earth took its place. This is the usual method of roasting in
Fiji, and the result is excellent. This pit kept hot for four days before
the masawe was cooked.
By a preconcerted arrangement with the noble Jonathan a large
stone had been hooked out of the pit to my feet and, at the moment
when the first man entered the pit, I dropped a pocket handkerchief
lightly on the stone and snatched what remained of it as the last
man left the stones. During the twenty or thirty seconds it lay
there, every fold of the handkerchief that touched the stone was
charred, and the rest of it was scorched yellow. So the stones really
were hot.
We caught four or five of the performers as they came out and
closely examined the soles of their feet. They were cool and showed
no trace of scorching, nor were their anklets of dried tree fern burnt.
This, explained Jonathan, is part of the miracle, for dried tree fern
is as combustible as tinder, and flames were shooting among the
stones.
Sceptics had affirmed that the skin of a Fijian sole was so thick
that it would not feel a burn. Whether this be true of the ball and
heel or not, the instep is covered with skin little thicker than our
own, and we saw the men plant their insteps fairly on the stones.
The sceptics of our party were impressed. Even the skipper of our
little steamer, who had formerly been a conjurer who ate fire at a
variety entertainment, said that it was " very fair for niggers," but
hinted darkly that he could improve upon it.
Seated before the \ava bowl by the light of a candle stuck in a
bottle neck, Jonathan submitted himself to cross-examination.
Why were the young men afraid? Because only five of the sixteen
had ever passed through the fire before. The regular performers
were elderly men, and it had been rumoured that picture machines
would be brought, so they had selected good-looking youths.
The handkerchief was burned? Well, if it had been thrown into
the middle of the pit instead of upon an isolated stone, it would not
even have been singed.
Could a strange man share the gift?
Certainly, if he went with one of the clan. If only I had told him